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The release of the film Defiance has resulted in an outpouring of idealization of the Bielski brothers – Tuvia, Zus and Asael, who established a survival camp for Jews in German-occupied north-eastern Poland (now western Belarus). The three brothers, who hail from the village of Stankiewicze near the town of Wsielub (north of the city of Nowogródek), on their own initiative, started to gather around them Jews who escaped from the ghettos established by the Germans after invading the area in June 1941. Eventually, the so-called family camp and partisan base, popularly known as “Jerusalem,” moved eastward into the Naliboki forest, in the summer of 1943. The camp, which belatedly came under the “protection” of the Soviet partisan movement, grew to house some 1,200 Jews. A very small part of this large group of Jewish fugitives consisted of armed partisans, who were called on by the Soviet commanders to perform various tasks. The vast majority of the Bielski group, however, were simply civilians, who survived the war in the forest, hiding from the Germans and fending for themselves. The record of the Bielski brothers and their group is mixed. The controversies, addressed below, include the role played by Jewish partisans in:
· the Soviet massacre of the civilian population of Naliboki,
· the Soviet-initiated assault on the Polish partisans, and
· the conflict with the local population, who were subjected to robberies and violence. 

This outline is based on the book A Tangled Web: Polish-Jewish Relations in Wartime Northeastern Poland and the Aftermath by Mark Paul. It is a thoroughly researched and documented study that is posted on the Internet at http://www.kpk-toronto.org/2008-fundusz_obrony.html in three parts. Its author is the premier historian on Polish-Jewish-Soviet relations in this area. An independent scholar, Mark Paul has pioneered research on such topics as the alleged pogrom in Ejszyszki (Eishyshok) and the massacre of the civilian population of Koniuchy (near Wilno, now Vilnius). Unlike other authors, who rely almost exclusively on Jewish anecdotal material, which is often inaccurate, unreliable and highly selective, he eschews an ethno-nationalist slant and utilizes all available sources, including documents from Soviet archives opened to scholars only in recent years. Mark Paul also refers to pivotal events that most Western scholars have traditionally ignored, such as the massacre at Naliboki (in May 1943) and the destruction of the Polish partisan base near Lake Narocz (in August 1943). Their outcome was a Soviet-initiated conflict with the Polish Home Army, a national underground army fighting for the independence of Poland. 

The Massacre at Naliboki

On May 8, 1943, Soviet partisans attacked Naliboki, a small, isolated town in the Naliboki forest (Puszcza Nalibocka), populated by Catholic Poles. Some 130 residents of the town, including women and children, were murdered in the onslaught. Their only “crime” was that the local self-defence group did not wish to subordinate itself to the Soviet partisan command. They had never attacked the Soviet partisans or Jewish fugitives in the area, nor were they planning to. There is no question that there were many Jews among the large Soviet forces that attacked Naliboki. What is in dispute is whether members of the Bielski group were among them.
Were members of the Bielski group deployed in Soviet partisan operations at the time of the massacre in Naliboki?

The Bielski group started to form as a partisan unit in the summer of 1942. It named itself the Zhukov Detachment and chose Tuvia Bielski as its commander. The group did not have a permanent base for the longest time. It was constantly on the move in the forests to avoid discovery and capture. In September 1942, faced with the threat of being destroyed, Tuvia Bielski subordinated his group to Lieutenant Viktor Panchenkov, a local Soviet partisan commander. After officially joining the Lenin Brigade, which was subordinate to the leadership of the Baranowicze Branch of the General Staff of the Partisan Movement of Belorussia, headed by Major General Vasilii Chernyshev (Chernyshov), known by his nom de guerre “Platon”, the Bielski group became the Second Company of the October Detachment.
Despite some minor skirmishes with and raids by the Germans and the Belorussian police along the way, the group kept growing in number. By April 1943, it counted some 400 members, including about 100 armed fighters. The group established camps near the villages of Brzozówka (Stara Huta) and Jasionowo, just west of Stankiewicze. This was approximately 50 kilometres (32 miles) west of the Naliboki forest, and not a distance of 100 kilometres, as frequently reported. However, the armed men, which were organized into fighting squads of eight to ten men each and included a cavalry reconnaissance team, were mobilized for various military tasks, as required by the Soviet partisan commanders. Traversing large distances for military operations was not unusual at a time when the Soviet partisan forces were thin and in a state of flux, as they then were.
In June 1943, the various groups under Bielski’s command crossed over into the Naliboki forest where they consolidated. The Bielski group was split off from the October Detachment and received a new name, Ordzhonikidze. They were now a separate formation within the Kirov Brigade. The combat part of the detachment, numbering 140 men, was to remain in the Nowogródek district to wage partisan warfare. As a result of a large German blockade of the Naliboki forest, known as Operation Hermann, that lasted from July 13 to August 8, 1943, the entire Bielski group, except for the so-called Kesler unit, returned to their former base in Jasionowo, north-west of Nowogródek. The entire group eventually returned to the Naliboki forest at the end of August and September 1943, and constructed a new base and family camp. Sergei Vasiliev became the brigade commander. The Bielski non-combatant detachment, which was severed from the much smaller combatant group, became the M. I. Kalinin Detachment. About half the Jewish combatants (around 100 partisans), however, made their way to the non-combatant group. Early in 1944 the Kalinin detachment was removed from the brigade structure and made an “independent” detachment that reported directly to General “Sokolov”, the commander of the Lida Concentration of the Soviet partisans. The combatant group, Ordzhonikidze, counted 117 partisans on the eve of 1943. They engaged more often in “economic operations” (i.e., raids on peasants) than in face-to-face confrontations with the Germans or local Belorussian police.
Investigation by Poland’s Institute of National Remembrance

Poland’s Institute of National Remembrance arrived at the following findings in its preliminary report issued in May 2003, after an investigation was launched into the Naliboki massacre in 2001:

Despite a concluded agreement [of mutual cooperation with the local self-defence], in the early morning of May 8, 1943 the Soviet partisans attacked [the town of] Naliboki. They pulled out of houses men who were actual members of the self-defence as well as those who were suspected of belonging to that formation, and shot them near their homes individually or in groups of several or a dozen or more. A portion of the buildings was set on fire and practically everything was taken from the houses – clothing, boots, food – and from the farms – horses and cattle. They [the Soviet partisans] also burned down the church, along with the parish records, school, county seat, post office, and coach house. The attack lasted two to three hours. In total 128 people were killed, mostly men, but the victims also included three women, a teenage boy, and a ten-year-old child. Those killed were buried in the local cemetery. Some members of the self-defence, who were taken by surprise by the attack, attempted to fight and killed a few Soviet partisans, but seeing no chance of success withdrew into the forest. It must be especially underscored that the vast majority of the victims were killed in executions, deliberately and with premeditation, and not by accident. …

    Soviet partisans from the Second Concentration of the Iwieniec zone, commanded by Grigorii Sidoruk [nom de guerre] “Dubov,” were active in the region of the Naliboki forest. That concentration formed part of the Baranowicze Partisan Concentration.

   Soviet partisans from the following detachments took part in the assault on Naliboki: “Dzerzhinsky,” “Bolshevik,” and “Suvorov,” commanded by Pavel Gulevich, the commander of the Stalin Brigade, and Major Rafail Vasilevich. Jewish partisans from the unit commanded by Tuvia Bielski were among the assailants.

In a more recent statement, however, the Institute reported that they have not been able to confirm that members of the Bielski group participated in the attack on Naliboki, on the basis of Soviet archival documents known to them. Understandably, the few surviving villagers do not know the names of the assailants as they did not leave calling cards. (Even though none of the residents of Koniuchy were able to identify by name the partisans who destroyed their village in January 1944, the participation of many Jewish assailants is undisputable.)  
Soviet reports
A Soviet report, prepared by the previously mentioned General “Platon” (Major General Vasilii Chernyshev) soon after the assault, gave the following version of this reputed “military operation”.
On the night of May 8, 1943, the partisan detachments “Dzerzhinsky” (commander Shashkin, commissar comrade Lakhov), “Bolshevik” (commander Makaev, commissar comrade Khmelevsky), “Suvorov” (commander Surkev, commissar comrade Klevko) under the command of comrade Gulevich, the commander of the “Stalin” Brigade, and its commissar comrade Muratov as well as the representative of the Iwieniec interregional peace centre, comrade Vasilevich, by surprise destroyed the German garrison of the “self-defence” of the small town of Naliboki. As a result of two-and-a-half hours of fighting 250 members of the self-defence group were killed. We took 4 heavy machine-guns, 15 light machine guns, 4 mortars, 10 automatic pistols, 13 rifles, and more than 20,000 rounds of ammunition (for rifles), and a lot of mines and grenades. We burned down the electrical station, sawmill, barracks, and county office. We took 100 cows and 78 horses. …

   I order the leaders of the brigade and partisan detachments to present those distinguished in this battle for state awards.

This report is grossly exaggerated and embellished, like most Soviet accounts of their wartime exploits. In fact, there was no German garrison in Naliboki, and the local self-defence group had all of 26 rifles and two light machine guns.

Another Soviet document (dated June 2, 1943) refers to the fact that a Jewish resident of Naliboki by the name of Iosif Shimanovich led a group of partisans from the Dzerzhinsky detachment to Naliboki for the assault.  

Testimony of Boris and Sulia Rubin

Boris Rubin, a member of the Bielski group, claims to have taken part in an attack on an unnamed village where 130 people were killed. This is an unmistakable reference to Naliboki, as that was the only such massacre in the area. Boris Rubin (then Rubizhewski) was part of a unit of the larger Bielski group, led by Israel Kesler. Both Boris Rubin and Israel Kesler were natives of the town of Naliboki, and Kesler’s group was incorporated into Bielski’s around December 1942. Sulia Rubin, also a member of that group and later Boris’s wife, recorded the following embellished version of these events in a memoir she began to write in the 1960s:
There was a village not far from the ghetto which escaping Jews would have to pass on the way to the forest, or partisans would pass on the way from the woods. These villagers would signal with bells and beat copper pots to alert other villages around. Peasants would run out with axes, sickles – anything that could kill – and would slaughter everybody and then divide among themselves whatever the unfortunate had had. Boris’ group decided to stop this once and for all. They sent a few people into the village and lay in ambush on all the roads. Soon enough signaling began and the peasants ran out with their weapons to kill the ‘lousy Jews’. Well, the barrage started and they were mown down on all sides. Caskets were made for three days and more than 130 bodies buried. Never again were Jews or partisans killed on those roads.
Source: Sulia Wolozhinski Rubin, Against the Tide: The Story of an Unknown Partisan (Jerusalem: Posner & Sons, 1980), pp. 126–27. 
The reason given by the Rubins for the assault on Naliboki is a fabrication intended to justify Boris Rubin’s participation in the massacre. The townspeople did not engage in suicidal attacks on Soviet partisans or Jews. In fact, it was they who were robbed by Soviet partisans and other forest groups. As Soviet reports make quite clear, the decision to launch the assault on Naliboki was entirely in the hands of the Soviet partisan command. It had nothing to do with these invented charges of villagers attacking fugitive Jews. Moreover, Sulia Rubin gives a markedly different version of those events in the documentary film The Bielsky Brothers: The Unknown Partisans, produced by David Herman (Soma Productions, 1993; reissued in 1996 by Films for the Humanities & Sciences). Interviewed with her husband Boris Rubin by her side, Sulia Rubin claimed that the assault on Naliboki was carried out by her husband after he had learned about the alleged gruesome fate of his father at the hands of the villagers: “His father Shlomko … was crucified on a tree … Boris found out. That village doesn’t exist anymore. … 130 people they buried that day.” Curiously, Sulia Rubin appears to have forgotten that, in her detailed memoir published in 1980, she maintained that Boris’s father, Solomon Rubizhewski, had been killed by the Germans when they liquidated the ghetto in Naliboki: “The rest of the people were chased to the ghetto where the Nazis killed Solomon Rubizhewski and his son, Shimon.” See Rubin, Against the Tide, 123–24.
The documentary The Bielsky Brothers is nonetheless an endorsement of the participation of members of the Bielski group in the assault on Naliboki and belies the charge – itself inherently racist – that the participation of Jewish partisans in the massacre is simply an invention of Polish “nationalists” or “anti-Semites”. The involvement of some members of the Bielski group was never questioned by any member of the group or any Holocaust historian until recently. Indeed, why would former partisans have agreed to appear in a documentary film with false information tying them to a massacre they had no part in? And if these two witnesses – the Rubins – are lying about the Bielski partisans’ participation, how many other partisan testimonies are unreliable? The documentary also underscores the true source of the conflict with the local population. As one of the Jewish partisans interviewed in the film put it, “The biggest problem was … feeding so many people. Groups of 10 to 12 partisans used to go out for a march of 80 to 90 kilometres, rob the villages, and bring food to the partisans.” Moreover, if partisans often covered distances of 80 to 90 kilometres to obtain food, why couldn’t they be dispatched to a military mission 50 kilometres away from their base in Jasionowo?
Jewish oral tradition

There is a strong oral tradition among Jewish partisans from this area, as well as their families, about these events. Among former Soviet-Jewish partisans, it was widely held that partisans from the Bielski group took part in the massacre at Naliboki.

Source: Jacek Hugo-Bader, “A rewolucja to przecież miała być przyjemność [And the Revolution Was Supposed to Be Fun],” Gazeta Wyborcza, Magazyn Gazety (Warsaw), November 15, 1996.

Zvi Bielski, the son of Tuvia’s bother Zus Bielski, who was the leader of the combatant group, confided: “The Bielskis, if they had to, would wipe out an entire village … these guys were vicious killers when they had to be.”

Source: James M. Glass, Jewish Resistance during the Holocaust: Moral Uses of Violence and Will (Houndmills, Basingstoke, Hampshire and New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2004), 10.
Polish eyewitnesses

Residents of Naliboki who survived the attack make it clear that the assailants did not simply target the organizers of the local self-defence, who were few in number, but also the civilian population and burned down half the town in the process.

Wacław Nowicki lived through the attack on Naliboki, which he describes in his memoirs.
It was 4:30, perhaps five at night. I was awoken by a powerful boom. A long burst of shots from an automatic rifle blanketed the cottage. Bullets pierced the beams through and flew above our beds. A bullet lodged in the wall a few centimetres above my head. I heard screams. We barricaded ourselves in the house, but the assailants ran further towards the centre of Naliboki. … 

   What we saw when the partisans left was beyond human comprehension. Burned down buildings. Piles of corpses. Mostly rifle-shot wounds, smashed heads, lifeless eyes staring in horror. Among those killed I noticed a schoolmate. … 

   Jews who lived among us before the war stood out among the assailants. They knew perfectly well where everyone lived and who was who. …

   This was a group of degenerate bandits, and not any partisans. Their main occupation was robbery and murder. Often they also committed rapes. They raped one of my neighbours. Her father, whom they forced to watch this at gunpoint, was told: “Don’t worry, after the war we will come and get married.” During an assault they shot Antoni Korżenko, my godfather’s brother, when he did not want to hand over his horses.

Everyone was in tears. The plunderers did not omit a single homestead. Something was taken from everyone. Because he resisted, they killed the father of my schoolmate and cousin, Marysia Grygorcewicz. The “soldiers of Pobeda” and “Jerusalemites” [so called after Bielski’s family camp popularly known as “Jerusalem”] took with them the pigs and chickens which they shot, flour, as well as other provisions. They wanted to live! But they took the lives of others. They did not come to fight. …

   In the space of almost two hours, 128 innocent people died, the majority of them, as eyewitnesses later testified, at the hands of the Bielski and “Pobeda” assassins.

Maria Chilicka (née Grygorcewicz), a former resident of Naliboki, also recalls the attack and the events that led up to it:

Neither my father nor our tenant nor our neighbours were organizers [of the self-defence]. They [the Soviet partisans] robbed us first. They told my father to harness his horse to his wagon and then told him to load onto it whatever was in the granary: flour, buckwheat, lard, smoked and raw meat. While my father was loading the wagon one of them struck him with the butt of a gun so that he would load faster. When the wagon was loaded they told my father to stand by the wall of the granary and they wanted to shoot him. We started to plead with them. At this time our tenant came out of the house so they told my father to remove his shoes. They led our tenant, Albert Farbatka, from the courtyard to the street and shot him near the gate. The bullet did not go through his forehead but pierced his cheeks and he fell to the ground. I can’t say exactly why they didn’t finish him off since I ran to rescue our cows because our cowshed was already on fire. Our pigsty with our pigs was burning down completely. When I was chasing the cows into the field one of the men with a torch went to set fire to the barn, and afterwards set fire to the granary and houses. They also killed our neighbour and burned his property. His body was also charred because there was no one to pull him away from his house. He left behind six children between the ages of twelve and one. The bandits just kept yelling “kill the belak [White Pole – a pejorative reference to Polish partisans] and let him rot,” and they didn’t spare anyone. …

   Before the self-defence group [was formed] armed intruders would enter homes in broad daylight and take clothing as well. A female intruder told my sister to open her wardrobe and took whatever she wanted. … If anyone would try not to give it to them then they would take what they wanted and destroy the rest so that nothing remained. They spared no one and nothing. … I do not know why they exacted such revenge on us. Perhaps because we fed them? Our family helped to hide a Jew from Mir named Kaplan. He didn’t stay in our house, but we provided him with food. … After they burned us down and we ourselves had nothing to eat, he went to the partisans. … Another Jew, a dentist who used to work in our hospital, stayed with us for three months. … Once the Germans came to us and demanded a bicycle and started to search our buildings. My mother was really afraid that they would enter our house and asked him to leave the house for a while. But he didn’t leave, and simply moved from one end of the house to the other … When my mother saw him she got upset and told him to leave a little more abruptly. He left right away. When the Germans left he came and took his documents and left … If they had found him in our house they would’ve shot all eight of us …

   They [the Soviet partisans] came mostly to the farmers to rob. The worst was when they came or rather assaulted us accompanied by women, then they plundered everything, and when there wasn’t what she wanted, they smashed dishes, mirrors, and broke whatever came into their hands. Only once did a Russian come from the forest and not take [things] himself but told us to give him clean undergarments and food. … Not only did they rob but they also killed … Not one of our buildings remained. They took our horse and wagon. … Every family buried their victims. … They killed my 16-year-old cousin Jan Łukaszewicz in 1942 while he was watching his cows … Some Jews took another of my cousins from his home on May 8, 1943 and killed him. They also killed my cousin’s husband. They would have killed my father too had our tenant not come out of the house …

   The Germans came during the day and carried out round-ups for labour in Germany. … In July there were many Germans and the partisans were afraid of them. They hid deep in the forest. They [the partisans] were heroes [when dealing] with the defenceless population. The Germans deported us on August 6, 1943. … They took us to camps like bandits because the real bandits had hidden in the forest.

Wacław Chilicki states: “They followed their noses and burst into cottages. Everyone they came across along the way they killed in cold blood. No one was shown mercy.” Bolesław Chmara, then 15 years old, recalls: “They summoned my brother, who was three years older than me, out to the porch. He came out. There was a woman among them. She raised her rifle and shot him right in the chest. It was a dumdum bullet that ripped his entire arm off. She shrugged her shoulders, turned around on her heel, and they moved on. They robbed what they could and reduced the cottage to ashes.” The presence of women is a strong indication that there were Jews among the assailants, since there were very few non-Jewish women in the Soviet partisan movement in this area.
Relations with the Home Army (Polish Underground)

Poland was invaded in September 1939 by Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union, who divided the country between them. The Home Army – or Armia Krajowa (AK) in Polish – emerged as a national underground movement to carry on the fight for Poland’s independence and her territorial integrity. Despite the Soviet role in dismembering Poland and deporting hundreds of thousands of her citizens to the Gulag in 1939–1941, after Nazi Germany turned on its ally and attacked the Soviet Union in June 1941, Poland resumed diplomatic relations with the Soviet Union, now an Allied Power. Until mid–1943 relations between the Soviet partisans and the Polish underground in northeastern Poland were, on the whole, favourable. (The Soviet partisans in this area were initially loose groups of guerrillas who were gradually transformed into an organized underground controlled by the NKVD and reinforced by forces sent from the East because of the shortage of local volunteers.) The trouble began when the Soviets demanded total subservience and the Polish partisans would not fall in line. This was essentially a continuation of Moscow’s goal of imposing Soviet rule on Poland initiated in 1939. After the Soviet role in the murder of thousands of Polish officers at Katyn came to light in April 1943, the Soviet Union broke off relations with Poland’s government in London, England. (In fact, the Soviets had secretly executed almost 22,000 captive Polish officers and officials in the spring of 1940.) Moscow then issued orders to liquidate Polish partisan units loyal to the Polish government in exile.
On June 22, 1943, the Central Committee of the Communist Party of Belorussia issued the following circular to Soviet partisan commanders in the field:

In those regions that are under the influence of our partisan units and party centres, do not allow activities of Polish groups formed by the reactionary nationalist circles [i.e., the Home Army]. The leaders are to be eliminated in a manner that is not noticeable. The [Polish] units are to be disbanded and their arms depots are to be appropriated or, if it is possible, take those units under your secure influence. Use them by directing them to active combat against the Germans. Regroup and break them up in an appropriate way. You should do away with their significance [as] independent military units and attach them to large [Soviet] units, after which you are to carry out quietly an appropriate cleansing of hostile elements.

What resulted was a full-fledged assault on the Polish underground, initiated by the Soviet side without any Polish provocation, and carried out by stealth.

The Assault on the Kmicic and Pełka detachments 

In August 1943, through the use of subterfuge, the Soviet partisans destroyed a Polish Home Army (AK) detachment commanded by Lieutenant Antoni Burzyński (“Kmicic”) near Lake Narocz. Burzyński along with other Polish officers were lured to the Soviet camp on August 26, on the pretext of finalizing a joint assault on a German outpost in Miadziół. The following report on the success of this task was filed by Fedor (Fiodor) Markov, commander of the Voroshilov Brigade:
Tovarishch “Ber” [NKVD Major Jonas Vildžiūnas], the leader of the operational group which conducted the investigation, segregated the arrested Polish brigade into three groups. The first group, consisting of 50 men, together with the brigade leaders, was shot. The second group, consisting of 80 men, was disarmed and released. The third group, consisting of 70 men, was sent to a [Soviet] partisan group headed by [Wincenty] Mroczkowski … 

   Sending these people to Mroczkowski’s unit was a mistake. They should have been shot, but we were worried that it might be used against us by the Germans and Poles as propaganda about a second Katyn. …

    During my absence Mroczkowski learned of the execution [of Kmicic’s men] and, for that reason, went over to the Polish nationalists taking 60 Poles with him. … The 30 remaining Poles planned to get arms from us and go over to the Polish side. We had these 30 shot. In total, we shot 80 men from the Polish legion.

   Groups from the Polish legion are now openly attacking Soviet partisans, especially my brigade. …

   We are using every means to liquidate the armed Polish bandit groups in the field.

The next major treacherous operation occurred on December 1, 1943. The leaders of Stołpce Concentration (Zgrupowanie Stołpeckie) of the Home Army, under the command of Major Wacław Pełka (“Wacław”), were invited to a meeting with General “Dubov” at the Soviet base in the Naliboki forest. Part of this Polish grouping was a the Kościuszko unit headed by Lieutenant Kacper Miłaszewski “Lewald”, with whom Tuvia Bielski and the Zorin group had always maintained excellent relations. This turned out to be yet another ploy. After arresting the Polish leadership, the Soviets then struck what they hoped would be a final blow. A surprise attack was launched on the nearby Polish partisan bases. Some 230 Poles were disarmed. Anyone showing the least resistance was shot on the spot, in accordance with Soviet orders. According to Soviet reports, ten Polish partisans were killed and eight injured in the ensuing melee in Derewna, in which one Soviet partisan was also wounded. Anti-Soviet elements were to be liquidated “quietly, so that no one would know.” After a month’s long interrogation, five of the ten leaders of the Polish unit were sent to the Lubianka prison in Moscow; the other five were executed locally. The remaining captured Polish partisans were inducted into the Soviet partisans. More than thirty of them were executed when they attempted to leave.
Did the Bielski partisans take part in Soviet operations against the Polish partisans?
No credible evidence has ever been presented that any member of the Bielski group was killed by the Home Army, or any Pole for that matter. On the other hand, many Jewish partisans took part in the Soviet-led assault on the Polish underground, in particular the “disarming” of the Kmicic and Pełka units. Several Jewish partisans recorded sanitized accounts of those operations.

The “disarming” of Burzyński’s unit in August 1943 was described in a memoir penned by Shalom Yoran (then Selim Sznycer), a member of “Revenge” (Mest in Russian, Nekama in Hebrew). “Revenge” was a partisan unit composed of Jews within the Vorshilov Brigade commanded by Fedor Markov.

Brigade Commander Markov decided to rid the area of the AK [Armia Krajowa] menace. Our entire brigade was moved to the region close to the AK bases. We surrounded and attacked them. After three days of fighting, the entire area was free of the AK. Many of them were killed, many were taken prisoner, and the rest ran away to the areas close to Vilna [Wilno], where another AK brigade was located.

Alexander Bogen, another member of the Jewish “Revenge” detachment, recalled:

One morning, a messenger arrived from the brigade headquarters with an order: The division of Nekama had to get ready for a mission. All the fighters had to go with a weapon to a forest thicket a few kilometers away, taking position in a frontal line and then waiting for orders. … All of a sudden, we saw a large camp of partisans walking toward the direction of the clearing. We were very surprised to see that all of these people were without weapons – they looked devastated and downcast, walking in groups of four. … They were the Armia Krajowa (AK). Only a short time passed before we heard shots from the directions of the clearing. Then a deathly quiet descended. 

   … the headquarters of the Soviet partisan movement in Belarus and Lithuania received orders from Moscow to get rid of the AK. Colonel Markov, the head of the Voroshilov Brigade, had sent an order to all divisions in the Naroch [Narocz] Forest to get rid of the Polish brigade that still had some ties with Russian partisans. On this day, all the fighters that belonged to the Polish brigade were ordered to come, without weapons, to this clearing in the forest and meet their Russian comrades. When the Polish brigade arrived, the Soviets put fifteen of the commanders in a line and, after they [the Soviets] read what [the commanders] were guilty of, which was resistance to the Soviet rulers, they were killed on the spot.

Another Jewish partisan, Peter Smuszkowicz, wrote:

During the summer of 1943, Yacov and I were members of a Soviet partisan brigade named after its commander Ponnomarenko [sic]. A large group of partisan detachments, including the Markov Brigade were assembled in the forest. The Markov Brigade was a strong force and had steady contact with Moscow, both through radio connections and airplane (Kukuruznik) drops. Nearby was a Polish partisan base known as Kmicic [i.e., Burzyński’s unit]. One of their officers was Porucrnik [porucznik, i.e., lieutenant] Mruckowski [Wincenty Mroczkowski]. At this time there was an atmosphere of cooperation between the Russian and Polish partisans as they fought their common enemy, the Germans.

   There were many Jewish boys in the Markov Brigade. … At this time the Jews and Polish partisans were still friendly. …

   We were curious as to the reason for the sudden assembly of so many partisan groups. We heard rumours that we were preparing an attack on the German garrison in Miadziel [Miadziół]. We lay in ambush position and within a few hours shots could be heard nearby. We soon discovered what had happened. The leaders of a unit of Polish partisans of the AK (Army-Krojowa) [sic] Land Army had been arrested by Soviet partisans on orders from Moscow. … Their partisans had been separated and assigned to several Soviet detachments. They kept their weapons, but their commanders were arrested and though some may have escaped the rest were shot.

   At the first chance they got, the Polish partisans deserted the Soviet brigades and reformed their own AK units. They were now our enemies.

David Plotnik, who served in the Chkalov unit and afterwards in the Kalinin division of the Komsomol Brigade, describes various assaults on Polish partisans including the “disarming” of Pełka’s unit in December 1943: “I took part … in the attack on a Polish company under the command of Miloshewski [Miłaszewski].” According to Jewish sources, partisans from the Bielski group also participated in the assault of Pełka’s detachment, but display a great deal of amnesia surrounding the fate of the Polish partisans whom they helped to “disarm”. American sociologist Nechama Tec gives the following sanitized version:

In the late fall of 1943, Russian headquarters in the Nalibocka [Naliboki] forest ordered a surprise attack on the Kościuszko group [of the Stołpce Concentration, which included Miłaszewski’s unit]. Several otriads [units] were asked to contribute fighters. The Bielski unit sent fifty men.

   At dawn the Poles were surrounded and without a single shot were taken prisoner.

According to Jacob Greenstein, a partisan from the Bielski group:

We went out, 200 of us, I was part of the group. We surrounded them at night and in the early hours of the morning, without one shot, we took them prisoners. There were about 400 of them. Only 50 or so of their cavalry men were missing. They were in a nearby town, Iwieniec. When they heard what had happened they united with the Germans [this claim is untrue] and fought against us. …

   When we took these Poles prisoners, the soldiers among them we divided into small groups and sent each group into a different Russian unit. Many of them had come from the surrounding villages and towns. Soon most of them ran away. The rest stayed with us and fought against the Germans. With the officers we dealt differently. … I was present when they were being interrogated. We could get nothing out of them. … I have heard later that some of them were sent to Moscow. I don’t know what happened to them there. … I know that when we disarmed them and when we took them prisoners we did not kill them.

In actual fact, as Soviet and Polish reports confirm, many Polish partisans were executed surreptitiously. Oswald Rufeisen, a Jew who was sheltered by Polish nuns in the town of Mir after leaving his undercover post with the German authorities, eventually joined the Soviet Ponomarenko detachment in the Naliboki forest. Rufeisen states:

When I entered the forest [in December 1943] the Polish partisans were being liquidated, disarmed, subdivided, and placed into different units. I don’t know if the purpose was to finish them off or simply to subordinate them to the Soviets. Perhaps only later on someone gave an order to liquidate them. After they were dispersed they could not have become Russian enemies because they were disarmed. The few I had met in our unit were shot in the back, in an underhanded way. This happened when they were supposedly being transferred to another place. Someone who sat behind them shot them, one by one. … This was not decent. I think that it was part of a conscious effort to liquidate the Polish underground. … This was a dirty job of the Soviets, the same way as Katyn was or the Polish uprising in Warsaw.

I spent the war in Eastern Poland where I joined the German police pretending to be a Pole. I did not see Poles there murdering Jews, although I did see Poles being murdered. Moreover, I saw Belorussians, Latvians, Estonians, and Ukrainians who murdered [Jews], but I did not see Polish units doing that.

A frank assessment by a leading Holocaust historian

There is no doubt that the Soviet partisans unilaterally declared war on the Polish partisans and that Jewish partisans joined in this treacherous assault. Hundreds of Polish partisans were murdered in cold blood. This set the tone for relations between Polish and Communist partisans throughout occupied Poland. Yisrael Gutman, the director of the Centre of Holocaust Research at the Yad Vashem Institute in Jerusalem, has aptly summed up the nature of the conflict between the Home Army and the Soviet partisans including its Jewish dimension:

One should not close one’s eyes to the fact that Home Army units in the Wilno [Vilna] area were fighting against the Soviet partisans for the liberation of Poland. And that is why the Jews who found themselves on the opposing side perished at the hands of Home Army soldiers – as enemies of Poland, and not as Jews.

The portrayal of the Polish Home Army as a “fascist” organization of Nazi collaborators that spent most of its time attacking Soviet partisans and Jews is a propaganda relic of the Stalinist era – one that should finally be put to rest. The Polish partisans attacked the Germans more often than the Soviets and armed confrontations with the Soviet partisan formations were generally defensive or retaliatory. Moreover, by eliminating Polish partisans the Soviets were in fact furthering the war aims of Nazi Germany, their erstwhile ally, with whom they were always prepared to collaborate against the Poles, as circumstances permitted.

Raiding Villages for Provisions
While postwar accounts stress the partisan nature of the Jewish group under the command of Tuvia Bielski, in reality even the armed partisans among them engaged in very little combat activity with the Germans. The principal and almost exclusive undertaking of the Bielski group, who became well armed over time, was gathering provisions in the countryside for the needs of the large family camp. These incessant raids often entailed violence against “uncooperative” farmers who attempted to protect their families and property from marauders. This area was one of the poorest in all of Europe, and its inhabitants were required to turn over stringent food requisitions to the German occupiers. In addition, they were robbed of their belongings and assaulted by various partisan and forest groups. Despite the reputed “danger” inherent in these missions, casualties among the Bielski group were exceedingly few. The farmers were rarely armed and were frightened of the marauders and their Soviet protectors; German authorities and their Belorussian police were scarce; and the Home Army, which was not a strong force in this area of mixed Polish-Belorussian population, was in no position to offer much protection. 
Avoid combat with the Nazis at all costs

Members of the Bielski group are quite candid about why they had escaped from the ghettos: it was not to engage in combat with the Germans, but to survive the occupation.
“Our aim was to survive. When we left for the forest we felt that it was close to the end and so we wanted to live. We did not plan to fight the Germans, we thought about staying alive.”

“If someone tells you that when he went to the partisans he was motivated by a desire to fight … that is incorrect. All of us left the ghetto in the hope of staying alive. We hoped for a chance. … They did not leave to fight, they left to live.”

Once in the forest, Tuvia Bielski cautioned them repeatedly:

“Don’t rush to fight and die. So few of us are left, we have to save lives. To save a Jew is much more important than to kill Germans.”
Another Jew who joined the Bielski unit wrote:

The main actions were not fighting the Germans; instead all they aimed for was to survive until days of peace and all they took care of was supplying food and clothing for the Jewish people. I must emphasize they were very successful in their mission.

Exceptionally, Jack Shepsman ended up leaving the Bielski camp and joined a non-Jewish Soviet partisan unit because, in his words, “I didn’t like it there a bit, we didn’t have any arms; I had gone there to fight, to do something, and they put me in the kitchen – I didn’t survive just for that! I had to take revenge for what the Germans had done.”

The Jews who lived in the Bielski family camp in Naliboki forest led rather mundane existences. They did not engage in any true partisan or military activity despite the fact that they were well armed. Dov Zalmanovicz recalled:

When we got there we couldn’t believe what we saw. There was a real town in the middle of the forest. Little huts had been built one next to the other. We were taken into an office and interrogated at length, because we were the first two of the twenty-four survivors who had managed to escape the ghetto [in Nowogródek] through the tunnel and reach the partisans. 

   The first question was whether we had any money in our possession in order to buy weapons, because the custom was that each person bought his own weapon, with his own money. We had no money, of course, but after a few months, the situation changed altogether.

   Planes appeared in the sky and dropped weapons in large quantities, to a point where an ordinary revolver no longer had any value because we were using automatic weapons. The two of us also received a weapon. I remained all the time with the friend who had escaped with me from the ghetto. We did not take part in real combat per se, but we went to the neighboring villages to get food. Sometimes, we ran into bandits and robbers, and we simply killed them. 

The irony of using words such as “bandits” and “robbers” apparently escapes this witness, whose main activity was robbing in the surrounding villages.
Occasionally, the Jews in the much smaller partisan detachment, under the command of a Soviet commander and, informally, Zus Bielski, were called on for various tasks of a military nature. The only “face to face” confrontations with the Germans that Tuvia Bielski describes in his memoirs (published in 1946) occurred in the fall of 1942, near Nowogródek. The first incident was an ambush on a truck carrying provisions requisitioned in the village of Radziuki; the second, a failed attempt to destroy a small train station in Jacuki. In the first incident, armed with rifles (and not machine guns as depicted in the film Defiance), twenty-five men from the Bielski group and an equal number from a local Soviet partisan group fired at the truck which they stopped. Eight Germans and Belorussian policemen fled from the vehicle and some were hit by bullets. The partisans confiscated some weapons including two machine guns and four rifles, ammunition, and food provisions. They then fired bullets into the gas tank of the vehicle and it exploded. The second incident grew, over time, into an epic episode. According to one candid participant, there were no casualties, either German or Soviet. In a report authored by Bielski in September 1944, four Germans were killed and seven wounded. In his 1946 memoirs, Bielski claimed they had killed seven to eight Germans. The only other armed altercation Tuvia Bielski describes is liquidating a number of Belorussian collaborators and their families, including women and children.
Once in the Naliboki forest, the Bielski group avoided the Germans at all costs. Sulia Wolozhinski Rubin recalled a temporary truce between the Bielski partisans and German troops stationed nearby: “We settled our tents on one side of Lake Kroman [Kromań] … On the other side of the river the Germans settled their posts. … As time progressed, our men would talk to the Germans. They weren’t interested in getting killed either; and so it went on.”

“Economic operations” proliferate

The descriptions of the so-called “economic operations” carried out by various Jewish groups and partisans fully support the widely held impression of the local population that Jews were indeed the most rapacious of all the forest pillagers. They seized not only large quantities of food and livestock, but also clothing such as boots and coats, and other belongings such as blankets, furniture and even jewelry. Moreover, they frequently resorted to violence to achieve their goals. It must be borne in mind that typically a peasant’s home was a tiny one or two-room wooden cottage with a thatched roof, and often lacked a wooden floor, a dirt floor being rather common. 
As the size of the Bielski group grew, it became more and more cumbersome to rely on traditional methods such as begging, working, and bartering for food. The generosity of the local population was also wearing thin as the demands for provisions from all sides kept growing. The Germans in particular exploited the area economically. The fear of severe punishment that inevitably followed when the Germans suspected villagers of assisting the partisans also came to bear on the increasingly pauperized peasantry. Yet, the robberies continued unabated, with the farmers being stripped of anything and everything. It was only natural that they would grow to resent such treatment and that some would even take measures to protect themselves and their property. The conflict with the peasants was thus inevitable, and was not of their making. As the intensity of the hostility directed toward the peasants mounted, the Jewish partisans’ deep-seated contempt for goys would come to the surface. Those who openly resented being robbed were branded as “trouble-makers,” “fascists” or just plain “anti-Semites”.
Below are some Jewish testimonies describing the Bielski group’s increasingly more violent and rapacious expeditions in the countryside:
But Asael’s group had to eat. And so, at night, a few of them would venture into a farm house, where, guns in hand, they asked for food. Those who had no weapons carried sticks in the shape of shotguns on their shoulders. Owners of these artificial “guns” stayed outside the hut but close to the windows. The idea was to make the peasants think there were many of them and that they were well armed.
By this time Asael’s group grew to fourteen … This enlarged group followed the established pattern. Under the cover of darkness a few men would venture into the village for food. Intimidated by the guns, the peasants would hand over whatever provisions they had. 
Still, the resistance [within the group] to Tuvia’s ideas about the enlargement of the otriad [unit] … they felt that one could not find enough food for so many people. Tuvia Bielski would not let himself be influenced by their concerns … “Why do you worry so much about food. Let the peasants worry. We will get what we need from peasants and let more Jews come.”

At any time not more than twenty percent of the Bielski people could participate in food expeditions. ... Because of great distances, each group tried to collect as many provisions as possible at one time. Larger quantities of food required more people. Sometimes a food mission included as many as twenty-five men.

   … a food mission headed by Asael [Bielski] returned to the Nalibocka base. With fifteen cows, many horses, and wagons filled with all kinds of provisions, this journey had been a success.

Shmuel Geller: “Once I got a rifle, I was sent for food expeditions. First, I did not know how to do it. Therefore, they would have me stand guard while they were collecting food from the peasants. Later on I joined the others. During one of those expeditions I saw a woman’s fur coat. My wife could use such a warm coat. I turned to the Polish peasant, ‘Will you allow me?’ For an answer the Pole cursed me and took away the coat.

   “Next to me stood a butcher from Nowogródek. He swore at the peasant, promising him a beating.

   “The butcher looked at me with anger and said, ‘You miserable intellectual, you don’t ask permission from the peasant! Did they ask permission when they were robbing Jews?’ … The warm fur coat was soon on the butcher’s wife. … Eventually I learned not to ask for permission.”

Boris Rubierzewicki [Rubin], a brave partisan, a scout, and a regular food collector, would be a good choice. … Boris was interested. As proof of his intentions, he presented her with a fur coat, confiscated during a mission [i.e., a raid on a village]. Sulia [Wolozhinski] notes that after she took up with Boris, “Right away I was dressed. Right away, I got a pair of boots. I had a fur.”
Białobroda used his gun for robbing natives of their valuables, gold, and jewelry.

He [Israel Kesler] was well suited to life in the forest and because of his past [as a professional thief] it was particularly easy for him to confiscate goods. He had a sense for guessing which peasants had hidden jewelry and gold.

The camp had many musicians but no instruments. Those who went on food expeditions were alerted to this need and, as a result, the Bielski otriad acquired a guitar, a violin, and a mandolin.

… the [Bielski] brothers sought to create the impression that they were a large and ruthless collection of fighters, the kind of men who would deal harshly with anyone who denied them supplies or informed to the authorities. Asael and Zus already had a reputation for roughness, but the three wanted the Bielski name to strike terror in the hearts of villagers. It was the only way they felt they could survive.

   They accomplished this by sending those without guns on missions equipped with long sticks, which in the dim moonlight looked like rifles. They wore ammunition belts bulging with already used bullets. They sang rousing martial songs at the top of their lungs in Russian while circling repeatedly through a village. Zus, the most confrontational brother, resorted to more explicit threats. On several occasions, he took a peasant’s son from his home, led him out of sight, and fired a shot into the air. Then he returned to the house and announced to the farmer and his family, “We’ve killed the son. Now let’s kill another.” The grief-stricken man invariably offered weapons or food. …

   [His Belorussian friend Konstantin Kozlovsky] then described the stories he had been hearing about the Bielski brothers. “It is said that you are robbing people,” he said. “And that your sister Taibe Dziencielski and the women are taking part in it.”

A major priority of the camp remained the dangerous task of retrieving food. The young fighters, who were only able to work under cover of darkness, sometimes spent several nights on the road attempting to complete their tasks. It was a messy job that required a willingness to be brutal, a willingness to threaten the life of a peasant who resisted giving up food.

   The [Bielski] brothers knew that their success required a willingness to back up threats with the possibility of real violence. … The peasants had to understand that their lives were in jeopardy if they informed on the Jews in the forest.

The dichotomy between friendly (pro-Soviet) and hostile (pro-Nazi) villages, pushed in many Holocaust memoirs, is largely fictitious. The “friendly” villages were generally those near the partisan base which, for strategic reasons, were treated more humanely. Their residents were granted immunity from being pilfered in order to establish a foothold in the area. Some villagers in turn played into this to safeguard their property and to avoid conflict with a formidable foe and were rewarded by the partisans with scraps from their booty. Raids on villages, which went by various code or slang names such as bombyozhka and zagotovka, would take on the following appearance:

Partisan food collections, known as “bambioshka” [sic], took place at night. From the Bielski otriad [unit], “Every night one or two groups were sent out to bring food. A group consisted of ten or twelve armed men. One of these men acted as the leader. Some of the participants had to be familiar with the side roads and the particular villages. Of course, one had to select people that first of all were not afraid and second of all to whom the peasants would give food.”

   When a group reached a village it would first collect provisions from the richest [of the poor!] farms. As one partisan explains, this was possible because “In each village we had a peasant, usually himself poor, he would give us information about the other peasants. This way we knew what each had, how many horses, cows, etc. Such a peasant we called ‘legalshchyk.’ We took nothing from him. Sometimes we would give him some of the booty. [Wouldn’t the other villagers have detected this?] Some of the rich peasants tried to hide their products … we would search and if this was the case, we took more from them.”

   Toward the end of 1942 horse-drawn wagons, confiscated from farmers, were used for food expeditions. When a group left a village, it had to subdivide and prepare the goods on the way back to the camp. For example, cows had to be killed and cut into manageable portions. All this had to be done quickly. At dawn a group was expected to be back at the base – daylight was the partisans’ enemy.

Some Russian partisans felt that the local population was becoming more hostile toward all guerilla fighters only because the Jews had been confiscating too many goods. Jews were accused of robbing the local people of forbidden items.

   There was a certain amount of truth to these accusations. Some Jewish partisans would take honey, eggs, and meats from villages that were friendly toward the partisans. This was forbidden. At Russian headquarters it was assumed that these luxury items could be confiscated only from [allegedly!] pro-Nazi villages.

So twice a week, during the evening, we went out to the unfriendly farmers who were cooperating with the Germans [i.e., by reporting robberies]. We asked them for food and we would take it on our own if they didn’t give it to us. If we found some [abandoned] Jewish memorabilia in their homes … we got mad and smashed up everything in their houses. Sometimes, we beat those jerks up a little. …

   I established myself as the leader of the group and always went out on food raids from the farmers in the region. … We would break into the houses and steal lots of food and clothing. Then we would smash the windows and the furniture. We killed their dogs when they bit us. …

   We had already conducted a number of raids in this area, as often as twice a week. I figured that in one of the rich farms in that community I could find decent clothing for Rochelle and also bring back some good food to celebrate her arrival. So we went, four of us, including Liss. We all carried pistols and rifles, and in addition a pair of binoculars I had taken on one of the previous farm raids.

   Things went very badly. About a half mile or so we reached the farm we had in mind, the police opened fire. …

   But then we found out about a very large farm a mile or so outside of Mir … We figured that we could make such a large food haul from that one estate that it would reduce the need for making smaller raids so frequently – twice or three times a week, as we usually did. …

    Our advantage was that we were, by this stage, well-supplied with pistols and rifles and hand grenades and even some automatic weapons. … We talked over our plans for the raid with two other small groups and finally we reached an agreement – each of the three groups would send four men. We would take as much in the way of food, clothing, and supplies as we could carry and split it evenly between the three groups. …

   There were about seven people at home, the old parents and some of the daughters and maybe some servants as well. Immediately they started crying and begging. We held our rifles on them …

   We opened up the trapdoor to the cellar and found down there a number of big barrels full of food – salted pork, ham, sausages, honey, bread, and more. [This was undoubtedly the family’s entire food supply for the long winter months.] We hauled all of the food out of the cellar, then herded all of the residents of the house back down in there. We told them to sit there quietly or else we would kill them and burn the entire place down. … We then covered up the trapdoor with some very heavy furniture …

   Meanwhile, three of our men … found a small number of calves and sheep … [they bound] their feet to make it easier to take them along.

   Then we had to figure out how to carry all of the food away. We solved the problem by finding two hauling sleds alongside their barn. We hitched two horses to each of these, then loaded them up with the livestock and the barrels. We packed in some Christmas baked goods we found – cookies and cakes. We also took lots of warm clothing and some cooking utensils and tools – any useful things we could find. Even with the four horses and the two sleds, that was all we could handle at one time.

   Before we left, we debated amongst ourselves as to whether to burn the place down or not. … one of the men found some large canisters filled with kerosene and emptied them all around the house, on the rugs, furniture, and woodwork. He was hoping that the residents might set fire to the house themselves, once they managed to push open the trapdoor and then attempted to light some lamps in the house, which we had left totally dark.

   We managed to transport the loaded sleds most of the way back to our bunkers.

Dov Cohen (then Berl Kagan), a partisan from the Bielski group, recalled the harsh conditions of survival for all involved:

The problem of providing sufficient supplies for a camp of over 1,200 Jews was also complicated. Fewer and fewer provisions could be found in the villages: the partisans would often come and take what they needed in the way of clothing, footwear and food, and the German authorities also imposed ever-growing taxes. Villages suspected of helping the partisans were burned down, and their inhabitants killed. It wasn’t easy, confiscating a farmer’s last bit of property – his one remaining cow, horse or pig, or the stock of flour he had prepared. Sometimes they resisted violently, forcing us to retaliate in kind.

Yet his cousin and colleague Jack (Idel) Kagan shrugged off the predicament of the peasants quite aptly: “There was no room for mercy.”

Oswald Rufeisen, an exceptionally forthright witness, effectively dispels the notion that robbing was an act of heroism or even defiance against the authorities. 
I was in the forest because I wanted to live, and, as I did, I was robbing innocent people. … To be a partisan was not simple. It was something between a hero and a robber. We had to live and we had to deprive the peasants of their meager belongings. These natives were punished by the Nazis and by us. … At least if they were pro-German it would have been easier. This usually was not the case. Most of the time we took by force from poor peasants who were not even pro-Nazi. …

   For me, one of the worst things was the plunder. The peasants were anyway robbed by the Germans. They were poor. It was horrible to see how they were deprived. … Yet we had to do it. They would not have given us on their own. We were in a predicament. … Sometimes we would take away the last cow, or the last horse. …

   At stake in the operations against farmers were moral issues. I am thinking about the forceful confiscations of goods that belonged to other people. Sometimes partisans would take a horse in one village and then sell it for vodka in another village. I would have understood had they taken a horse in one place and sold it for wheat in another place. But often this was not the case.

Those who ran into conflict with the peasants as a result cannot blame those whom they robbed.
The dire conditions allegedly experienced by those living in Bielski’s family camp, as well as in another Jewish family camp in the Naliboki forest under the protection of Semen Zorin, is belied by the leaders of those detachments. While difficult conditions may have prevailed in the early stages, they changed dramatically as the forest people became adept at pillaging. In a report dated December 5, 1943, Tuvia Bielski boasted that his unit had managed to amass huge quantities of provisions: 200 tonnes of potatoes, three tonnes of cabbage, five tonnes of beets, five tonnes of grain, three tonnes of meat, and a tonne of sausage. Zorin’s aide-de-camp presents a similar picture:

There was no shortage of food, in fact we even had reserves. On the day we joined up with the Red Army we pulled several hundred submerged sacks of flour from the lake (this is an excellent way of preserving flour over extended periods as the outer layers harden after soaking in water and form a peel which protects the rest of the contents). We even sent food surpluses to Moscow. Once a week a plane would land in a field inside the forest bringing newspapers and propaganda literature, and took away moonshine, lard and sausages of our own making.

Soviet reports confirm the extent of the plundering and its devastating impact on the population in the area surrounding the Naliboki forest: “In the Stołpce and Nieśwież regions only one cow remained for every five to seven farms and one horse for every seven to ten farms.” Partisans often stole clothing and household items for which they had no need. Some of the stolen goods, which included furniture and bedding, surfaced in the local markets where they fetched pocket money for the partisans and their forest charges. Soviet archival sources also confirm that banditry among Soviet partisans was widespread:

… a Soviet informer accused Bielski himself of embezzling gold; no serious consequences followed, however. Charges of robbery were also levied at Jewish partisans by their Soviet comrades. According to the report of 28 May 1943, “some groups, among them the Jewish ones, preoccupy themselves not with struggle but with capturing supplies. Some persons in them, who had fled from a camp, carry out banditry (plundering, drunkenness, and rape).”

   The complaints about these alleged transgressions sound disingenuous, coming as they do from the Soviet sources. The Soviet-allied guerrillas routinely engaged in plundering peasants. Documents show that partisan activity often amounted to banditry, rape, pillage, and murder. Occasionally individual transgressors were punished. On the whole, however, the leadership of the Soviet irregular forces considered robbery to be a legitimate modus operandi. Since they largely lacked popular support, the Soviet guerrillas raided villages and manors for supplies. As a top Soviet commander put it, “Most partisan units feed, clothe, and arm themselves at the expense of the local population and not by capturing booty in the struggle against fascism. That arouses in the people a feeling of hostility, and they say, ‘The Germans take everything away and one must also give something to the partisans.’”

The most voracious raiders were reputedly the Jewish groups, and this too exacerbated conditions. In one case, Soviet partisans had to intervene on behalf of a villager in Kul, near Rubieżewicze, when Zorin’s people seized the few remaining supplies this widow had to feed her young children. Other accounts, including Jewish ones, refer specifically to Jewish marauders assaulting villagers, raping women and taunting the local population during raids, thereby provoking violent confrontations.
Anatol Wertheim describes the antics of Semen Zorin, the leader of his Soviet-Jewish unit, who had a habit of descending on a village with a company of men, pressuring the villagers into giving in marriage a peasant girl he had taken a liking to. After nuptials and celebrations that lasted for several days, Zorin abandoned his new bride. The most candid and damning indictment, however, is that of Yakov Ruvimovich, a Jew who joined up with the Soviet partisans after being sheltered by a Belorussian family for more than a year:
About half of our people were Jews, but what kind of partisans were they? All they did was rob and rape. They liked taking me along with them when they went reconnoitring. “Yasha,” they called, “come with us.” Since I was a young boy I was afraid and did not breathe a word. They raped whoever they came across. Once I went to our leader, Romanov, and told him what I saw. “You better be quiet, you mother-fucker,” he bawled me out. “Can you prove it?” I couldn’t because I usually stood watch on the street. They enjoyed taking the wives of [Polish] officers. They all enjoyed that.

It would be remiss to ignore that violent forays such as these not only set the tone for relations with the local population, but also provoked the inevitable response on the part of some of the bolder farmers who were subjected to repeated, and ever more brazen, pillaging. Initially, small groups of assailants would simply be foiled or disarmed and sent on their way. Later, some armed villagers defended their property by shooting at armed marauders. Others reported them to the local authorities, as they were required to do, or sometimes captured the robbers and handed them over. The local authorities, when they chose to intervene, were much more effective in controlling the problem of banditry, but this occurred infrequently, as the success of the Bielski group’s operations show.

One day, a few fellows [from the Bielski group] went to a far-off village to get some food. They took a cow, killed it and didn’t wrap it tightly enough around the carcass. Dragging on the sled, the cow dripped blood all the way to Zabielovo [Zabiełowo] … I heard shooting. … With the first shots we had to retreat; we were no match for a well-organized police company.
The Home Army and the treatment of marauders 

Despite the massive extent of pilfering, no credible evidence has ever been presented that any member of the Bielski group was killed by the Home Army, or by any Pole for that matter. At various times, prior to December 1943, the Soviet and Polish partisan leaders had agreed on a territorial demarcation for gathering provisions which the Soviet side usually breached. Sometimes Polish partisans pursued intruders and chased them away. Occasionally, they administered a thrashing to recidivists caught robbing in areas under the control of Polish partisans. However, such actions were infrequent because marauders generally operated at night and with impunity. Sulia Rubin, a member of Bielski’s group, acknowledged that her husband Boris and his older brother engaged in forays for provisions on a regular basis.
Boris’ brother [Izaak or Itsek Rubizhewski] and a few others were caught in some partisan village area, their guns were taken away and held by the Poles and their commander Milashevski [Miłaszewski]. Our leader called for me and another fellow who spoke Polish well, and asked us to go to the Polish base and persuade the Poles to release our people. It was hoped that my knowledge of the language plus the fact that Krasicki, Milashewski’s adjutant, knew me well, would pull us through. … We passed a few Russian posts, exchanged greetings and, after an hour, came to a completely unknown part of the woods where the first Polish post let us pass. We had to pass two more. They were all tough looking fellows, yet they had all the grandeur of their uniforms including very shiny boots, brass buttons and elegant manners. We were very politely given an escort who took us to a regular house where Milashevski and his wife lived. The leader was polite as I presented our case. … He confirmed he had our men who had “trespassed his territory” and would not tolerate such goings on. He was called outside … In the room with me was a pretty blonde girl who introduced herself as Halina, the commander’s wife. I don’t know how it came upon me but I had the feeling that she, too, was a Jewess. During the course of our conversation she admitted it and asked me for secrecy. … She was going to help all she could. … When Milashevski returned, Halina took him aside and whispered quite a bit. When he turned to me, he smiled, warned again about his “territory”, wrote a paper of release, shook hands with me and went out. … As I came out of the house, Izaak [Boris’ brother] and the other two fellows plus their rifles (but minus the ammunition) were sitting inside the buggy. They looked haggard after the ordeal … We started toward our company … Courtesy was given to us till the end and we came to the last post … There was Milashevski himself on a horse. He stepped down, once more kissed my hand, the Polish way, complimented me on my language and manners, and I was given an open invitation to visit any time …” 

A Soviet report refers to Itsek Rubezhevskii [Rubizhewski] as a greedy plunderer who was caught repeatedly in the act. In response to such activities, the head of the Frunze Brigade issued a warning that anyone caught robbing in Soviet partisan territory would be executed on the spot.
A postwar episode
The last living and youngest Bielski brother, Aharon, was only about 11 or 12 when he escaped to the Naliboki forest. His participation and impact on the life of the Bielski group was, in the assessment of Nechama Tec, “minimal, almost nonexistent.” Aharon Bielski immigrated to the United States in 1951 and changed his name to Aron Bell. In October 2007 he was arrested in Florida along with his wife, and charged with swindling around $250,000 in life savings from his 93-year-old Polish Catholic neighbour Janina Zaniewska, who herself had survived Nazi imprisonment during the war. After emptying her bank account, the Bells allegedly secreted the woman in a nursing home in Poland. In a plea deal, they agreed to repay the money in exchange for having the charges dropped.
German Retaliations

A few months after the Naliboki massacre, from July 13 to August 8, 1943, as part of a massive anti-partisan sweep known as Operation Hermann, some 60,000 German troops – with the assistance of various auxiliary forces (Lithuanian, Latvian, and Ukrainian) and Belorussian police – rounded up the population of scores of villages within a 15-kilometre radius of the Naliboki forest who were suspected of supporting the partisans and burned down their homesteads. In total, 60 villages were razed, thousands of villagers were killed and more than 20,000 people were deported to the Reich for slave labour. Hundreds of partisans and thousands of villagers were killed as a result of this operation. 

Villagers suffer the consequences

Tuvia Bielski recalled the fate of a “suspicious” villager:

Our sentries saw a woman moving among the rushes. They caught her and sent her to me, according to the rules, to ask what to do with her. We questioned her about her activity.

   “I am looking for my family who escaped from Kletishtze [Kleciszcze, a nearby village razed by the Germans] …”

   She was completely soaked. I was convinced that she was a spy, and if not, she would betray us unwittingly. The farmers knew that in the forests there were Partisans wandering about, and that it was forbidden to come into their territories. The Russian Partisans as well as we were forced, for the sake of security, to eliminate those who were suspected of informing. And we did so in this case too. 

Pillaging increases

Paradoxically, Operation Hermann turned out to be a godsend for the Jewish partisans, who returned to the Naliboki forest after the operation and were now free to strip the homes of the depopulated villages of their contents without hindrance:

… they could seize the food and supplies that the Germans were unable to cart away. And it was quite a bounty.

   In the ruined towns the partisans found chickens, pigs, and cows ambling everywhere. They raided beehives for honeycombs and rooted through cellars for potatoes. They discovered vegetables in the gardens ripe for picking and wheat in the fields ready for harvesting. Wagons, sewing machines, cobbler’s tools, and threshing machines were theirs for the taking. …

   Over the course of several days, everything was taken …

Israel Kesler’s sub-group, who hid in the Naliboki forest during the operation, became ever more aggressive and “would ransack peasant homes for jewelry, watches, and other valuables.” The Soviet (Russian) partisans also used this opportunity to strike at Jewish stragglers. As one Bielski partisan recalls, “Because we were split into many small groups some Russian fighters took advantage and attacked us. … They forced my friend to take off his boots and made him give up his shotgun.” The Jews experienced no such problems at the hands of Polish partisans.

Internal Rivalries 
Intercommunal rivalries appear to have led to more deaths within the Bielski group than food-gathering expeditions
Kesler’s group

In his memoirs Tuvia Bielski mentions a group of Jewish stragglers whom the Soviet partisans were allegedly intent on murdering: “not far from Abelkevitz [Obelkowicze near Dworzec], there was a farm on which there was a group of armed Jews who robbed by night and did nothing during the day. The population round about were angry and complaining.” Their leader was Israel Kesler, reportedly a thief and arsonist who ran a brothel in Naliboki before the war. Kesler agreed to join the Bielski group sometime around December 1942, after receiving an ultimatum from Bielski. The following is another description of the Kesler group:
During his wanderings he [Abraham Viner] met Israel Kesler, a native of his hometown [of Naliboki] and a professional thief, who had spent many years in prison. After the Nazi takeover, Kesler had escaped during an early deportation. He had gathered together a group of Jews, acquired arms from his Belorussian friends, and roamed the countryside collecting food and hiding with peasants.

   When Abraham met Kesler he asked to be accepted into his unit, but Kesler refused, saying, “‘You cannot stay with us. You are not made of the proper material. You would not be able to kill, to fight, you are not fit to be a partisan.’ I left; I had no choice. I and the others were not accepted. We were of the same social background. We had no arms, nothing.”

   Better suited for life in the forest, Kesler looked down on Jews whom he felt did not fit in. In fact, most young working-class men seemed to resent and envy those who had been their social superiors before the war.
Kesler’s group was able to secure a measure of autonomy during the German raids on the Naliboki forest in the summer of 1943. It set up its own camp and, as mentioned, became notorious for robbing peasants. 

The main Bielski group was not immune from such abuses either:
Undisciplined rough behavior was not limited to Russian partisans. When most of the Bielski people reassembled, complaints about one of their own group leader, Kaplan, were also heard. Local farmers on whose goodwill they depended accused Kaplan and a few of his men of robbery. These forcible confiscations included money and valuables. …

   Hersh Smolar, a prominent partisan and a member of the Soviet headquarters, knew that “the accusation was that the Jews had been robbing the peasants. They take clothes, not only bread. Platon let me read the document.

   “It was indeed true. There were some Jewish partisans who took clothes. The partisans were not allowed to take anything but food, but the Jews did take other things.”

Both Kesler and Kaplan, as well as other partisans (Bialobroda, Faivl Polonecki, a barber from Lida), were executed by Bielski for their communal transgressions such as insubordination, subversion, lack of discipline, disputes over stolen property, etc. There is no evidence that any Jew was ever punished for excesses committed against the local population. 
Tuvia Bielski’s entourage

In the spring of 1944, Kesler denounced Tuvia Bielski to General “Dubov” for financial mismanagement (misappropriation of gold, jewelry and money) and asked for permission to form a separate detachment. Fearing that Kesler was planning to usurp his authority, Bielski had Kesler arrested and put to death following a quick trial. He then denounced Kesler to the Soviet command as a “marauder” and “bandit.” Estera Gorodejska, who was a member of Kesler’s group yet showered praise on Bielski for his efforts to save Jews, described the power struggle in an entirely different light.

In 1943 Bielski surrounded himself with members of the command such as Gordon, Malbin, Fotasznik, etc. They played cards all day long and were never sober. The command ate very well when everyone else got watery soup. There was great dissatisfaction in the camp, but discipline was so strong that no one dared to say anything. Kesler went to see Sokolov (Dubov’s aide) to ask his permission to organize an independent unit. When the command found out about this, they entered Kesler’s zemlianka in a drunken state and arrested him. This was in March 1944. The next day they took Kesler out of detention and Bielski himself shot him three times. He was drunk. He said to the deceased Kesler: “You’re lying down, you scum. Why don’t you answer now?” He shot the corpse two more times. The command ordered some Jews to bury Kesler. They made a small mound for him. The command told them to remove the mound and to level his grave with the ground. … A report was written that Kesler was killed because he had left the unit without the permission of the command (when he had gone to see Sokolov) and for robberies on the civilian population. … The day we marched out of the forest, Bielski killed Faivl Połoniecki, a Jew from Mir. I understand there was a dispute between Bielski and Połoniecki over some [stolen] clothes.
Józef Marchwiński, who acted as Tuvia Bielski’s second in command for a time, described the life of plenty and leisure led by Bielski’s entourage and his “harem” of well-dressed, attractive women, which was known as the “tsar’s palace” by the poor Jews who often did not have enough to eat. A Jewish Communist, Benedykt Szymański (Scherman), opined that Bielski was eager to accept into the camp people who had gold and other valuables, but less likely to take in the poor, especially those who had no weapons. However, there is no evidence that he ever turned anyone away despite the dissatisfaction on the part of many in the camp opposed to accepting new members:

“There are more than twenty of us and already there is nothing to eat. What will we eat if there are more?” … Still there were further murmurs of disapproval.

   “We have lost our wives and our children and you want us to go into the ghetto to bring out strangers?” said one of the newcomers.

People grumbled when the old and sick or the young and vulnerable arrived, said Lilka Tiktin, the teenage girl who had escaped from Lida ghetto with her father, stepmother, and stepbrother. “People said, ‘We don’t need them. We don’t need them.’”

Some of the fighters, tired of the aggravation of supporting the unarmed and helpless malbushim [Hebrew for “clothes,” in this context “worthless”], spoke about leaving to form their own units.

Lola Hudes Bell (Bielski), who married Tuvia Bielski’s first cousin, Yehuda Bielski, recalled: “I had to endure the indignity of having to hand over my underwear – a very scare and needed article of clothing – to the Bielski leaders before they allowed me into their camp. It was a very large and well organized camp with a powerful hierarchy. … Everyone knew their place.” Her husband Yehuda lamented, “They gave the women’s underwear they collected to their wives and girlfriends. This was so ugly and low.”
Help From Poles

Poles form the single largest national group of rescuers honoured by the Yad Vashem – The Holocaust Martyrs’ and Heroes’ Remembrance Authority – in Jerusalem. As of January 1, 2008, the distinction of “Righteous Among the Nations” has been granted to 6,066 Poles. For a complete list of Poles awarded by the Yad Vashem see http://www1.yadvashem.org/righteous_new/PDF%20Virtual_Wall_Of_Honor/POLAND.PDF. Additionally, some Poles from Lithuania, Latvia, Belarus and Ukraine who received recognition are counted in those nations. For information about the rescue activities of individual Poles recognized by Yad Vashem see http://www.savingjews.org/. At least 1,000 Poles were put to death by the Germans for assisting Jews, a punishment virtually unheard of elsewhere in occupied Europe. As the following examples from the Naliboki area illustrate, the vast majority of Poles who helped Jews have never received formal recognition from Yad Vashem. This apparent lack of gratitude is striking.
Testimonies of rescue

Most of the 1,200 Jewish fugitives who escaped from the ghettos received help from the local population before joining the Bielski group. In some cases, they continued to receive help afterwards. A small selection of rescue accounts follows:
Some peasants spotted us [escaping from the German camp]; we must have looked suspicious, with our ragged clothes and starved, pale faces. But they said nothing. We got safely through the open field, reached the road, and finally, after what seemed an eternity, entered the forest … We walked quickly through the snow-covered fields, skirted the town and its suburbs and made our way towards the village of Litovka [Litówka], about four kilometres from Novogrodek [Nowogródek]. … We reached the house of the Hicles (dogcatchers) [this was the Polish Bobrowski family, who have been recognized by Yad Vashem] at the end of the suburb of Peresika [Peresieka], on the way to Litovka. … The Hicles were Polish Gentiles … They lived in an isolated house, far from the town, which no one ever visited. But it was the Hicles who felt compassion for the Jews’ bitter fate and helped as much as they could, smuggling food into the ghetto. … Every Jew who managed to escape from the ghetto and reach the Hicles was hidden for a day or two and supplied with food for the journey. The Hicles kept in touch with the Bielski partisans, and they would tell runaway Jews where they might be found. When the Germans later found out about the activities of the Hicles, they killed them and burned their property.

   After resting for about an hour in the Hicles’ house, we went on through the fields to Boinski’s farm. Boinski [Boiński] was a rich Polish farmer who raised and sold pigs. He had many friends among the Jews of Novogrodek, and he helped many Jews during the Holocaust. At midnight we knocked on Boinski’s door. He came out, frightened, and told us that he lived in constant fear of the Germans, who paid him frequent visits. He agreed to hide us for one day. He led us into the barn and covered us with hay. At noon, the good man brought us some bread, potatoes and water, and when night fell we left the farm and made our way to the nearby road. Twelve kilometres down the road, and several hundred metres away from it, we reached the home of a Belorussian farmer named Kostik Kozlovsky, who used to bring messages and letters from the Bielski partisans to the ghetto Jews. We arrived at dawn exhausted. Koslovsky said that no partisans had been there for several days, but that they might very well come that night. He suggested that we should wait for them in a nearby grove. We spent the whole day in that grove, lying in a trench from which we could watch the road, bustling with German military vehicles. At nightfall, several young Jews from Bielski’s partisans arrived at Kozlovsky’s farm. [Konstantin Kozlovsky and his two sons were recognized by Yad Vashem.]
Franek [Bobrowski], the dogcatcher, was a brave man who hid Jewish people. He was found out and shot, together with some of them, shortly after. …

   Boyinski [Boiński] fed us and put us on the big Russian komin—a stove in the front with enough space in the back for two or three people. The first day, the farmer, his wife and children were hospitable. The second day everybody was uneasy and Boyinski was afraid someone had spotted us and would send the Germans. On the third day he urged us to leave, describing which roads to take and which peasants could be trusted. …

   He brought me to the farm of a former priest by the name of [Piotr] Kolenda, I think. There we found Ania Alter’s cousins, uncle and aunt, and Aliosha’s brother, Rubin, who was visiting. [Kolenda, a Pole, helped hide women from the Bielski and Dzienciolski families before they could safely go to the forest and continued to assist members of the Bielski group while they were in the forest.] …

   At night we would move somewhere else. Sometimes the boys would decide to stay two days. They knew all the farmers … From the farms I was able to write Papa, Mama and Rita [in Nowogródek].

According to the Yad Vashem Institute:

Dozens of Jews who lived in the district capital of Nowogrodek [Nowogródek] owed their lives to the five members of the Bobrowski family, who saved Jewish refugees without expecting anything in return. Franciszek Bobrowski and his family were simple, uneducated folk who lived in a small cottage on the outskirts of Nowogrodek. The Bobrowskis, who were poor, hunted stray dogs and skinned them for a living. Guided by humanitarian considerations, they opened their door to Jewish fugitives from the Nowogrodek ghetto, fed them, and allowed them to rest for a while. In the dead of the night, the Bobrowskis took the fugitives to the nearby forest, where they joined the partisan unit run by the Bielski brothers. The Bobrowskis, known as dog hunters, became a household name among Jews escaping from the ghetto, who knew that they could count on them to find them a safe shelter. At the start of the summer of 1944, several weeks before the area was liberated, informers denounced the Bobrowskis to the authorities, who raided their home and killed the Jewish family that was staying there. Afterwards, the Germans burned down the Bobrowskis’ cottage and pushed Franciszek and his wife, Franciszka, into the flames. Their sons, Stefan and Michal [Michał], were arrested and executed, while their daughter, Maria, was sent to a concentration camp in Germany, which she survived.

Tuvia Bielski and his family received extensive help from Christians in the vicinity of Stankiewicze, his native village near Wsielub, north of Nowogródek: 

From gentile contacts he obtained false papers, one identifying him as a Belorussian, another as a former Polish Army officer named Andzoi [Andrzej]. …

   … he moved from place to place, relying on a constellation of gentile acquaintances he had known from his years of living in Subotnik [Sobotniki], Lida and Stankevich [Stankiewicze]. …

   … Asael and Zus [Bielski] … searched for safe homes for the Dziencielski relatives … There was no problem finding spots for the aged members. It was tougher locating a place for a baby, whose cries would easily attract the neighbors’ attention. The brothers were turned down a few times before finding a Polish couple receptive to the idea. …

   … [Tuvia] visited a wealthy Pole he was acquainted with, named Wilmont, who welcomed the couple into his home and agreed to shelter them. Sonia took on a position as his household seamstress … He gave Tuvia a pistol, a Belgian Browning, and four bullets. …

      … Things weren’t helped when a selfless Polish farmer named Kot, a man who was housing a few Bielski relatives, looked out his window one morning and noticed a group of local [Belorussian] police surrounding his house. …

   During a search of the house, the officers discovered the Jewish fugitives—including the elderly Dziencielski parents—whom Kot quickly identified as his relatives. …

   Claiming ignorance, Mr. Kot was arrested and taken to the local police station. Viciously beaten and tortured, he died from his injuries.

When Tuvia [Bielski] and his people came close to the river Niemen, a farmer warned them that the German police were on the way. …

   After the crossing, two families, the Dworeckis and the Taubs, told Tuvia that they would like to remain in the area, in the homes of Christian friends. The Dworecki sisters [Cila and Luba] explained that “We were in a terrible condition. We had wounds, lice, we were filthy, exhausted. My father felt that maybe we should stay a while with my father’s Polish friend, G. Filipowicz. … We indeed went to the Pole. We were there for the winter. They helped us build a ziemlanka in a nearby forest. … We went back to Bielski.”

   A part of Chaja’s [Bielski] family, including her old parents, also made arrangements to stay in the home of Christian friends.

Lola Kline, the infant daughter of Abraham Dzienciolski and Taube Bielski, was sheltered by a Polish couple and returned to her parents, who were part of the Bielski forest group, after the war.

A small contingent of the [Bielski] unit’s higher echelon (about twelve people in all) instead sought shelter in two peasant homes near Chrapinyevo [Chrapieniewo], occupied by elderly Poles. It turned out to be a tragic mistake.

   … In the early afternoon of January 5, 1943, a troop of local [Belorussian] police and Germans … marched to the houses. … The enemy soldiers lobbed a grenade through a window … and opened fire on everyone who tried to escape. Everyone in the house was killed. …

   At least nine Jews were killed in the tragedy near Chrapinyevo … Three Poles who owned the houses, and who risked so much to harbor the Bielskis, were also killed.

During the first big Aktion in Nowogródek, December 1941, Luba [Rudnicki] lost her parents and all her siblings. … Around that time a Pole, Jarmałowicz, came to her saying that he would like to rescue her and her husband. The man explained that Luba’s father, before he was murdered, made him promise to save Luba and her husband. … the man had a reputation as an anti-Semite. Suspicious of the man’s motives, numbed by the loss of her family, disinterested in life, she refused the offer. [In fact, Jan Jarmałowicz and his wife Maria rescued a group of Jews on their estate.]

   The proposition was followed by one from Mrs. Sargowicki, a Polish woman and Luba’s friend. The woman was ready to save Luba and her husband. …

   Luba again refused. … after the second big Aktion in Nowogródek, August 7, 1942. Mrs. Sargowicki was still there, willing to aid. Her husband was a prisoner of war in Germany … This time the plan included Luba’s brother-in-law {Meir Rudnicki] and two more ghetto inmates, Dr. Tamara Zyskind and her lover Dr. [Mark] Berkman. …

   Luba and her companions were now to stay with Mrs. Sargowicki’s niece, Zosia, next to the village of Chrapiniewo [Chrapieniewo] and near the small town of Iwje [Iwie]. … When they came to Zosia’s farm they moved into the barn … Zosia decided that her charges should spend their days in the forest and return to the barn only at night. …

   One day, Luba and her friends woke up to shooting sounds. From their Russian contacts they heard that the Germans had attacked the Bielski group. These men did not know how many had died, only that Zosia’s mother was among those killed and that her farm had been burned down. The Bielski brothers had stayed at her farm.

   Immediately after Zosia disappeared and was never heard from again. [The survivors of this group joined the Bielski group after a treacherous attack by Russian partisans in which Dr. Berkman and Meir Rudnicki were murdered.]
Julian and Joanna Rostkowski, who were known as upright people, lived in the village of Chutory [Hutory] Delatyckie, near Nowogrodek [Nowogródek], and were friendly with Luba Mejerson, a Jewish pharmacist from nearby Nowogrodek. Mejerson and her husband decided to escape to the forests and join the partisans. Not knowing what to do with Fruma, their six-year-old daughter, Luba asked Julian Rostkowski, her friend, to hide her daughter. In early 1942, Rostkowski traveled to Nowogrodek with his 13-year-old daughter, Michalina, smuggled little Fruma out of the ghetto, and brought her home to his farm. Rostkowski introduced the little girl to their neighbors and the village mayor as an orphaned relative and Joanna, his wife, looked after her as if she were her own daughter. Her parents, who were hiding in the Naliboki forest with the Bielski brothers’ partisan camp, used to visit the Rostkowski home occasionally to see how well their daughter was being cared for. In an operation launched by the Germans against partisans in the surrounding forests, the Rostkowskis’ farm was burned down and they became destitute. For two and a half years, the Rostkowskis were reduced to working for local farmers, but despite the change in their fortunes they took little Fruma with them and looked after her. After the liberation in July 1944, Frumas’s parents found her safe and sound with the Rostkowskis and took her back with them
Gershon and Gita Berkowski had a grocery store in Wsielub (Nowogrodek [Nowogródek] district). Most of their customers were farmers from nearby villages, including the Lawskis [Ławski] of the neighboring village of Slowcza [Słowcza]. The two families had been friendly for many years … In 1941, shortly after the Germans occupied the region, they began to move Jews from locations in the vicinity to the Nowogrodek ghetto. To accomplish this, they mobilized local peasants and ordered them to round up Jews from the villages and transport them in their carts to Nowogrodek. Jan, the Lawskis’ youngest son, was one of these [forced] recruits. He took advantage of his position to place Gita Berkowska, her daughter, Sonia, and her cousin Roiza Berkowska in his cart and conveyed them to a hideout in the forest nearby. Jan and his parents [Aleksander and Helena] protected the Jewish refugees and kept them fed and clothed. When winter approached, the Lawskis moved their wards to their farm, where they concealed them first in a cowshed and later in the granary. The Lawskis continued to protect Gita, Sonia, and Roiza until December 1942 … In December 1942, the three Jewish refugees were transferred to a family camp of Jewish partisans in the nearby forests; in the summer of 1944 they were liberated.   

Now we spread who and wherever, nearly all into the forests, single ones to gentiles. … I ran away with my son, on the 10th of August, to Jozef [Józef] Stelmaszyk, a peasant in Mir. The Stelmaszyk family, husband and wife, middle aged, have earned being mentioned here. In the ghetto, he used to be referred to as “the righteous gentile.” … During the last days of the Mir ghetto, Jews came to him, suggesting that he take their belongings as a gift. He refused, as he would not take advantage of their desperate situation. …

   We stayed with the Stelmaszyks from the 13th of August till the 23rd of December, 1942, when we went into the forest, because our presence robbed them of the last traces of peace, and those good, honest people did not deserve that. Their attitude towards us in those gruelling days was so tender, so cordial, as if towards two virtual children of theirs. …

   We arrive in the forest towards the end of 1942, where together with other Jews from Mir we start the epoch of the forest. … Amongst all the grown-ups there was one solitary child. That was my brother’s 3-year old little girl Miryam’l … The gentiles from the village used to send her food. …

   Every morning we go to the village, looking for food. The day commences with a silent prayer that there be no Germans, that the gentiles give something, and that all those going to the village come back in peace. Alas, this our last wish is not always granted. The gentiles are praiseworthy for keeping us supplied with everything, to an extent to which their facilities permitted. We were a hungry, poorly-clad camp, needy of everything, and daily we used to call on their doorsteps. …

   They are talking about a search. In actual fact we a group of Jews are sitting in the forest without any means of defence whatsoever. Should a few armed policemen happen to arrive, they can seize us all alive. Still, we have no alternative. The gentiles advise us to leave.

Sulia Wolozhinski Rubin mentions that, when she fell sick, she was sheltered by villagers in Kleciszcze for three weeks until she recovered her strength: “Kletishtche was a planlessly scattered, muddy village laid between two deep forests. The houses were wooden and primitive, but as clean as possible and the local peasants were good people.”

In the autumn of 1943, after the bloody Aktion perpetrated by the Germans against the Lida ghetto in the Nowogrodek [Nowogródek] district, a group of six Jews—Rachela and Shmul Geler, Moshe and Pesia Golubek, Tuvia Bielak, and Chava Muksi—escaped from the ghetto intending to join the partisans in the surrounding forest. Meanwhile, they wandered through villages and fields for several days, helped by local residents who warned them of the whereabouts of the German police who were pursuing them. One day, Wladyslaw Malachowski [Władysław Małachowski], a farmer who lived in the remote village of Plesewicze [Pleszewicze], approached them and told them that he was already hiding a Jewish refugee named Hersh Nowoplanski from the Lida ghetto in his home. Wladyslaw told them to wait at the edge of the forest until he returned with Nowoplanski. Despite certain misgivings, the refugees did as they were told and were rewarded when Wladyslaw appeared after sunset accompanied by his brother, Franciszek, and Nowoplanski, laden with bread, food, and drink. After the refugees had eaten, the Malachowski brothers took them home and hid them together with Nowoplanski. A few days later, the Malachowski brothers persuaded a group of partisans to accept the refugees into their ranks and equipped them all with rifles. All seven refugees took part in partisan activity against the Germans until the summer of 1944, when the area was liberated by the Red Army …

Anatol Wertheim, who also joined the Soviet partisans in the Naliboki forest, stated: “We gradually developed contacts with the peasants who lived in isolated chutors [i.e., isolated farmsteads]. We were not afraid that they would denounce us because the peasants only wanted the Germans and partisans to leave them in peace, and they therefore tried to avoid conflicts with us too even though they must have suspected that we did not belong to the regular partisan formations … After a few encounters several families even started to treat us like old friends and invited us on their own for a drink or to spend the night under their roof.”

Conclusion

Without checking into all available sources, and carefully cross-checking that information, historians run the risk of having their “history” books look like Hollywood movies. Hollywood movies based on such questionable sources, and further embellished for dramatic effect, will in turn mirror a shoddy version of history. Poor art imitating a distorted vision of life – viewers deserve better than that.
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